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Abstract
In some professions, such as medicine, law enforcement, athletics,
and education, maintaining high performance standards while being
emotionally stoic often leads to work fatigue and burnout. This state
of being can be detrimental to the health of both the professionals
and the organization that employs them, bringing into question the
necessity of a culture driven by competition and ego. As such, this
paper explores the concept of vulnerability as a means to explain
cognitive and emotional processes that positively affect relational
behavior and organizational culture. Judicious vulnerability sits at
the intersection of humility, teachability, and awareness and has the
capacity to greatly enhance the interrelation of groups and teams in
professional settings. It appears that the presence of these attributes
in group- and team-members enhances communication, strengthens
cohesion between teammates, and increases overall team productivity,
suggesting that vulnerability is not a weakness or susceptibility, but
rather an emotional and cognitive strength.
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It is well known that medical school is a rigorous period of deep
study and practical training. The rigor, of course, is a necessary
aspect of the students’ education, and the high expectations serve
the purpose of qualifying these junior doctors for future success.
The culture within the practicum portion of their training, however,
has become a detriment to the organizational strength and growth
of these institutions. Competitiveness, relational strain, hubris,
emotional stoicism, and lack of support—which are characteristic
of these practicum settings—often dissuade bright students from
pursuing careers in specialized fields (i.e., surgery), because it
would require them to work in emotionally taxing environments
(Peters & Ryan, 2014; Wainwright, Fox, Breffni, Taylor, & O’Connor,
2017). Such a culture appears to revere infallibility and leaves little
room for emotional and cognitive vulnerability. Similar perceptions
are maintained across other disciplines as well, including law
enforcement, athletics, and education, where high performance
standards in rigorous environments are the cultural norm (Akbar &
Akhter, 2011; Gaines & Jermier, 2017; Hendrix, Acevedo, & Hebert,
2000; Von Hellens, Nielsen, & Trauth, 2001). When professionals feel
obligated to perform at these high standards while being emotionally
stoic, they are often more susceptible to work fatigue and burnout
(Peters & Ryan, 2014). This state of being may be detrimental to the
health of both the professionals and the organization that employs
them, bringing into question the necessity of a culture driven by ego
and competition.
Vulnerability is often synonymous with susceptibility; it implies a
loss of control or weakness to harm, disease, or emotional subjugation
(Delor & Hubert, 2000). Although this definition accurately explains
these occurrences within health-related fields, it is limited in its
capacity to explain cognitive and emotional processes that positively
affect relational behavior. It is therefore necessary to redefine this
construct to better equip scholars to explore both the positive and
negative influences of vulnerability and the resulting effect on
interpersonal relationships within modern cultures. The proposed
verbiage that this paper uses to distinguish cognitive/emotional
openness from medical susceptibility is judicious vulnerability.
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Judicious vulnerability sits at the intersection of humility,
teachability, and awareness and has the capacity to greatly enhance the
interdependent nature of groups and teams in professional settings
(see Figure 1). Although humility, like vulnerability, is a construct
that is often seen as a weakness, literature on the topic has suggested
otherwise. Humility is the starting point for many worthwhile changes
in behavior that eventually lead to improved performance: emotional
openness, honesty, communication, goal setting, and patience
with self and others (Maldonado, Vera, & Ramos, 2018). A humble
teammate or group member is more capable of allowing themselves
to learn from others, as is implied by the attribute of teachability.
Having the humility to become teachable is often what empowers
professionals to become more aware of their emotional and
relational surroundings. It is important to recognize fallibility and
interdependence as inevitable parts of life; when entreated with
empathy and understanding, these traits can become a springboard
for collaboration, growth, and innovative expansion within
organizations (Owens & Hekman, 2012). Awareness is another key
feature of vulnerable professionals that naturally follows humility
and teachability. Awareness in this context refers to one’s ability to
acknowledge the limitations of self and others and to empathize with
these limitations (Ely & Meyerson, 2006). The amalgamation of these
three qualities constitutes what has been introduced in this paper as
judicious vulnerability.
Judicious vulnerability, as defined in this manner, is not weakness
or susceptibility—it is emotional and cognitive strength. Maldonado
et al. (2018) have posited that being humble does not mean that one
lacks self-confidence or ability; in fact, they are capable of being
ambitious and firm in their beliefs, assertions, and goals. Character
strengths are thought to be manifested in the positive results that
typically follow the presence of the trait; the literature suggests that
vulnerability, then, is a strength that can greatly impact the capacity
of groups and organizations in professional settings (Younie, 2016).
Although high performance standards and emotional infallibility
characterize the perceived expectations of successful members of
professional teams, the value of judicious vulnerability should be
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more heavily emphasized in professional environments, because
vulnerability as previously defined typically results in enhanced
communication, stronger team cohesion, and increased productivity
(see Figure 2).
Enhanced Communication
Judicious vulnerability, as expressed by individuals within a team
setting, appears to have a positive effect on team communication. The
act of communicating, either verbally or nonverbally, requires that
the participants connect with one another through expressions of
emotion and thought. Team members who can adequately participate
in this exchange of verbal and nonverbal cues while also displaying
humility and awareness of self and others are thought to be better
able to build relationships that facilitate good working environments;
further, these bonds are strengthened with the frequency of
interactions between teammates (Antonakis & Atwater, 2002).
However, communicating about superfluous topics will not lead to
optimal team unity; when these exchanges between team members
invite personal openness and a willingness to give and receive honest
feedback, teammates’ relationships can become more supportive and
collaborative (Cooper, 2015). Thus, it appears that the presence of
judicious vulnerability enhances communication through facilitating
open and constructive communication between team members.
Openness in Communication
When judicious vulnerability is displayed in communication
between two or more coworkers on a team, the nature of the
group typically becomes more open minded. Recall that judicious
vulnerability is where humility and teachability meet awareness. In
this context, humility empowers individuals to accept that others’
thoughts and ideas have value, teachability suggests that individuals
can learn from others, and awareness of self and others allows for
individuals to step outside of their own thoughts and consider the
opinions of another (Ely & Meyerson, 2006; Owens & Hekman, 2012).
Through this manner of judicious vulnerability, the exchange of open
and honest communication in teams is achievable.
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Openness refers to the level of transparency and frankness with
which one respectfully communicates (Maldonado et al., 2018). This
implies that a communicator is willing not only to listen to another
individual’s ideas but also to share their own thoughts and opinions.
This is the kind of atmosphere that enables teams to grow together in
mutual understanding and trust, which tends to foster organizational
cohesiveness (Redshaw, Ingham, McCutcheon, Hicks, & Burmeister,
2018). The alternative option is to remain emotionally closed and
untrusting of one another, which often creates an atmosphere of
competition, pride, and emotional detachment that is similar to
what is found in the medical training facilities mentioned previously
(Wainwright et al., 2017). Given a choice between the two methods
of communication, the former is of significantly more organizational
value, because it enables teams of employees to exchange information
openly and honestly, which greatly impacts the relationships between
the members of the group.
Giving and Receiving Feedback
One element of humility, as stated by Nielsen and Marrone (2018),
is the capacity of an individual to willingly receive feedback from
peers. Teachability is a powerful communication tool that increases
trust and mutual understanding between coworkers. Individuals
who are willing to accept that they can learn from others are often
empowered with the capacity to improve their level of skill and
knowledge, which typically makes them a greater asset to the group
and organization. Ely and Meyerson (2006) emphasized the impact
of one’s willingness to learn from peers in technically challenging
settings (i.e., oil rigs). Their study suggested that employees who
learned how to do their job by asking questions, observing peers’
work, and welcoming feedback and instruction enhanced the levels
of technical competency, safety, and team networking throughout
the whole organization (Ely & Meyerson, 2006). When these types of
learning opportunities are welcomed by teammates and considered
with self-compassion, individuals are more likely to maintain
motivation to improve their performance (Breines & Chen, 2012).
Honest and humble communication, coupled with the trait of
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teachability, thus facilitates learning in the workplace and tends to
enhance the overall level of knowledge and skill in the organization.
With a foundation of judicious vulnerability, team members are
better able to learn how to communicate openly and accept feedback
from peers, which likely increases the level of trust that the group
members gain for one another. The trust that is built among teammates
who exemplify qualities of enhanced communication makes for a
strong, committed, and enthusiastic group, which ultimately effects
the productivity of the team and the organization ( Jarvenpaa &
Leidner, 1998). In short, open and constructive communication
in teams typically builds relationships between teammates, often
increases the overall pool of knowledge and skill, and may lead to
greater productivity and organizational results (see Figure 2).
Strong Team Cohesion
As judicious vulnerability enhances communication, the work
environment in which the group functions often becomes more
conducive for group cohesion. Cohesion in a team tends to be positively
influenced by trust and unity between members that impact the
relational strength and performance of groups (Six, 2007; Turman,
2003). Trust refers to the perceived trustworthiness of others and
the resultant willingness to expose personal vulnerabilities to such
individuals (Ely & Meyerson, 2006; Scandura & Pellegrini, 2008).
Unity is an acknowledgement of commonalities and like-mindedness
that drives the group effort to produce desired outcomes (Mach,
Dolan, & Tzafrir, 2010). Teams that are infused with qualities of
humility and awareness are more apt to develop heightened cohesion
(Aoyagi, Cox, & McGuire, 2008; Mach et al., 2010). Thus, when
group members trust each other and become unified in vision and
performance, cohesion typically increases, and the group’s capacity
expands.
Trust in Groups
The prerequisite to forming a cohesive team culture tends
to be trust. As mentioned previously, effective communication
between individuals is one variable that influences the level of trust

228
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/intuition/vol14/iss2/18

6

Strachan: Judicious Vulnerability
Judicious Vulnerability

between coworkers. As companions exchange verbal and nonverbal
communication that is neither negative nor ambiguous, signals of
trustworthiness are sent from one party to the other (Six, 2007).
This trust is not founded on the ideal that a teammate is impervious
to weaknesses and faults and will not fall short of the expectations
the team may have for them; rather, it is founded on a mutual
acknowledgement of one another’s fallibility as well as one another’s
commitment to act in ways that will encourage trust (Six, 2007).
These agreed-upon stipulations become the basis on which trust is
predicated in a group setting.
Mutual trust between team members also tends to elevate the
cooperative nature of the group. When group members trust one
another, they are more willing to work in tandem towards common
goals (McKnight, Cummings, & Chervany, 1998). Moreover, group
organizations that facilitate cultures of trust are more likely to
experience team unification that affects the overall performance and
productivity of the group (Mach et al., 2010). Thus, when embedded
in the foundation of group members’ interpersonal relationships,
judicious vulnerability appears to increase trust between coworkers
and enhance team cohesion.
Team Unification
Team unification refers to the process by which teammates
with differing opinions and perceptions discover and acknowledge
commonalities that, once aligned with one another, drive the group
effort to work in tandem to produce desired outcomes. As different
perspectives begin to intertwine, it is important that team members
support and validate one another’s effort in order to foster an
environment of inclusion and acceptance (Bradley et al., 2018). The
term used by Sha and Chang (2012), relational capital, implies that
the facets of interpersonal relationships (i.e., mutual understanding,
trust, and interpersonal commitments) make a more effective
group. In sports, for example, it is suggested that teams that become
unified are more cohesive and gain greater satisfaction with their
performance and team bonds (Aoyagi, Cox, & McGuire, 2008). It is
therefore evident that groups that develop elevated interpersonal
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relationships founded on trust, support, and unification of goals are
enabled to reach levels of enhanced cohesion and satisfaction (see
Figure 2).
Increased Productivity
Judicious vulnerability has the capacity to improve many elements
of team efficiency and productivity. When humble individuals come
together and communicate openly, facilitate learning opportunities
in which the team can become more cohesive, and combine efforts for
the purpose of a common goal, the organization typically becomes
infused with successful teams that perform at higher capacity and
increase production (Franz, Leicht, Molenaar, & Messner, 2017; Nielsen
& Marrone, 2018; Turman, 2003). Individuals who are willing to be
teachable in the workplace also signal a willingness to be accountable
for their performance: Group cultures that have this characteristic
of accountability embedded in their core will likely thrive because of
the nature of constant learning and improving that the organization
tends to experience (Maldonado et al., 2018). Cohesive teams thus
appear to facilitate increased cooperation and performance, which
influences team productivity.
Cooperation
Cooperation refers to two or more individuals who work together
to accomplish a certain task. In the workplace, this concept can be
manifest in the many ways that two or more coworkers help each
other to achieve common goals such as sharing knowledge and
experience, considering the well-being of colleagues, engaging in
physical acts of helping, sharing the burden of a workload, and so
on (Sha & Chang, 2012). Cooper (2015) explained that both giving
and receiving help within a group at work tends to reinforce bonding
and team cohesion. Organizations that understand and maximize the
dynamics of teams that are achieving success are typically capable
of reaching sustainability (Cooper, 2015). Essentially, teams in which
individuals cooperate by helping each other with work tasks and
responsibilities are often more cohesive and innovative.
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Elevated Performance and Results
In the field of construction, there are often many moving parts
that contribute to the completion of the project. Franz et al. (2017)
sought to understand the impact of cohesion between several
collaborating teams that were assigned to the same project. They
found that cohesive teams possessed the following characteristics:
strong bonding, personal dedication to the project, enhanced
communication, less expensive project costs, and higher satisfaction
ratings from the owners (Franz et al., 2017). Similarly, in another
study, sports teams were observed to cycle from strong team cohesion
to elevated performance, which often led to success; earning success
as a team typically made the group members’ bond stronger, which
affected performance, and so on (Turman, 2003). Thus, whether on
a construction site or on a sports team, these observations suggest
that when team cohesion is strong, team performance and results
also likely improve.
Nielsen and Marrone (2018) posited that humility is the driving
force that leads groups to achieve success; humble team members
who exemplify teachability and awareness of self and others often
led teammates to bring out the best in one another and maximize
the potential of the team as a whole. When judicious vulnerability is
present in the character of each team member in a group, the group’s
capacity to perform and collaborate at a higher level naturally tends
to amplify success. The attributes of humility, teachability, and
awareness as possessed by group members facilitates a workplace in
which individuals and groups can thrive and productivity can increase
(see Figure 2).
Conclusion
Although some industries, fields of study, and individuals look
down on constructs that seek to explain the intricacies of humanity,
it is imperative that these concepts be explored and considered with
the highest regard for human complexity and capability. One such
construct is vulnerability. Though medical and scientific fields today
would define the word vulnerability as a loss of control, or weakness to
harm, disease, or emotional subjugation, the term can—and perhaps
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should—be redefined to include the connotations of strength, power,
and potential at the core of judicious vulnerability. Cognitive and
emotional capacity to be humble, teachable, and aware is a strength
that influences interpersonal relationships and enhances the nature
of groups and teams in professional settings (Ely & Meyerson, 2006).
Humility often acts as a starting point for many worthwhile changes
in behavior that affect honesty, openness, communication, patience,
and so forth (Maldonado et al., 2018). One who is humble is likely to
develop teachability, or the ability to recognize one’s own fallibility
and actively learn from others. These two qualities tend to encourage
an individual to become more aware of themselves and those with
whom they associate. This foundational triad of attributes constitutes
the construct of judicious vulnerability.
The power of judicious vulnerability is evident in the observation
of teams and groups in various professional and athletic settings.
Vulnerability within group settings often facilitates an environment
that can enhance communication, strengthen team cohesion, and
increase overall productivity and success (Redshaw et al., 2018).
Judicious vulnerability likely enhances communication through
facilitating open and constructive communication between team
members (Maldonado et al., 2018). Openness refers to the level of
transparency and frankness with which one respectfully communicates
(Maldonado et al., 2018). One study suggested that employees
who welcomed feedback and instruction contributed to enhancing
the levels of technical competency, safety, and team networking
throughout the whole organization (Ely & Meyerson, 2006). This is
the kind of atmosphere that enables teams to grow together in mutual
understanding and trust, which typically fosters organizational
cohesiveness (Redshaw et al., 2018). Organizations that have adopted
this philosophy appear to thrive and grow in organizational capacity.
Cohesion in a team is positively influenced by trust and
unity between members that impact the relational strength and
performance of groups. When group members trust each other
and become unified in vision and performance, cohesion is often
increased and the capacity of the group is expanded (Six, 2007).
Group companions signal trustworthiness as they exchange positive
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verbal and nonverbal communication (Six, 2007). When group
members trust one another, they are more willing to work together
towards common goals (McKnight et al., 1998). Thus, groups and
teams that accomplish this level of team trust and cohesion seem to
reap the benefits of greater performance and unity.
When humble individuals come together and communicate openly,
facilitate learning opportunities in which the team can become more
cohesive, and combine efforts for the purpose of a common cause
or goal, the organization typically becomes infused with successful
teams that perform at higher capacity and increase production (Franz
et al., 2017). Teams that have cultures of both giving and receiving
help within a group will likely gain the benefits of stronger bonding
and team cohesion (Cooper, 2015). When judicious vulnerability is
present in the character of each team member in a group, the group’s
capacity to perform and collaborate at a higher level often naturally
leads to the amplification of success (Franz et al., 2017; Sha & Chang,
2012; Turman, 2003).
Organizations are made up of people who interact with each
other every day to perform the duties they have been recruited
to perform. Although these people often work in industries that
endorse competitive, arrogant, and emotionally detached cultures
and environments, it is clear that exercising judicious vulnerability
has significant dividends. These employees are humble, teachable,
aware, and are ready to communicate effectively, unify with others,
and perform at a higher standard (see Figure 2). As such, perhaps it
is a little more reasonable to consider vulnerability not as a weakness
but as an immense strength.
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Appendix
Figure 1
Judicious Vulnerability

Note. Judicious vulnerability is characterized by the attributes of humility,
teachability, and awareness. It is suggested that these three attributes
form the foundation of effective and empowered teams and groups in
organizational settings.
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Figure 2
Products of Judicious Vulnerability

Note. When the elements of judicious vulnerability are present in a
group setting, the group benefits from products such as enhanced
communication, team cohesion, and increased productivity. These benefits
in turn enhance the overall well-being of the organization as well as the
individuals within it.
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